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THE FREEING OF WESTERN LIBERALS

By Paul Mojzes
Dr. Paul Mojzes (United Methodist) is professor of religious studies at Rosemont
College, PA. A native of Yugoslavia he is .vice president of CAREE and editor of
OPREE.

The Great Eastern European Transformation may liberate not only the peoples of Eastern
Europe but also many in the West who were prisoners of their own ideas and cliches about
East-West relations. It may liberate us from hysterical anti-Communism, from the enemy
image of the "other superpower," from the fear of an impending nuclear holocaust, from an
oversimplified dualistic notion of there being only the alternative between the "communist"
and "free world," and so forth.
In this editorial I wish to concentrate on the liberation of those of us who consider
ourselves Western religious liberals to free ourselves from viewing the religious situation in
the USSR and Eastern Europe from a peculiar, and I would argue unhealthy, "rose colored"
perspective.

The situation was partially of our own making, partially the result of the

political and religious confrontation with the conservatives in our own b�ck yard. This made
it difficult to view the situation in Eastern Europe more objectively and due to it most of us
were rarely forecasting the demise of "real socialism" in Eastern Europe. Whether the liberal
position ultimately helped or hindered the processes of change in Eastern Europe still needs
to be analyzed, I prefer to think that on the whole it helped but we were not very helpful
to those upon whom the communist governments inflicted the severest suffering.
First, let us look at the domestic conflict with our own conservatives.
confrontation between East and West escalated,

As the

the conservatives pressed for an

undifferentiated ideological anti-Communism supported by advocacy of military, economic,
and political measures to bring the enemy to its knees. Most liberals felt such policies were
dangerous, leading the world to a nuclear holocaust and advocated more conciliatory
approaches. This was the correct part of the liberal stance. The problem arose in the liberal
reaction to the conservative hard-line by which liberals felt constrained to come up with
counter-arguments seeking a balanced public discourse on relations with the East by looking

45

for and finding examples of what was working well in the socialist system. It was at this
point where many of us were less interested in finding out the full truth about the USSR and
Eastern Europe and more interested in highlighting the partial truth of those salient factors
that would counter-weight the exaggerated claims of the conservatives.

Thereby, we

downplayed the horrors of the communist system. This, I believe, was a mistake because the
fuller truth should have been sought regardless whether it gave ammunition to conservatives.
Our interest in the situation anywhere in the world should be accomplished with
compassionate concern for the suffering where it may take place rather than being mostly
concerned about the impact this will make at home.
The two problems of our own making was the structural inconsistency and the exclusive
dependence on the prophetic model of action.. The structural incosistency had something
to do with our choice to wholeheartedly support the poor and exploited, having seen how
easily the religious establishments of the past were coopted by the powerful. The liberals
seemed to have become the dominant force in the Protestant mainstream in North America
and Western Europe. In our relationship with what is now the Third World, they tended to
side with the local critics of the system who advocated much needed reforms and
revolutionary changes, while the conservatives tended to ally themselves with the religious
and political establishment usually bent on supporting the status quo.
that the same pattern would prevail in relation to the Second World. 1

One might expect

However, in relation to the Second World the pattern reversed itself. Partially due to the
above mentioned conservative anti-Communism and partially due to the Marxist critique of
colonial and class oppression which, to some degree, coincided with liberal concerns, the
liberals countered the conservative's contacts with · the religious and political critics of the
system in the Second World (who were among the most ruthlessly oppressed) and picked up
contacts with the newly emerged religious establishment that had more liberal leanings but
that was often co-opted or at least used by its own government to silence its critics. The
conflict between the establishment and the critics in the Second World was so sharp that
many Western liberals felt that a choice has to be made. The choice, almost invariably, was
to cooperate with the religious establishment, the more since they were under a sharp attack
by Western conservatives. Since the Second World religious establishment received the task
of upholding their governments' claims about complete religious freedom and non
interference in religious affairs many liberals down-played their own certainties that this was
not the case.

For every example of oppression in the East, we tended to come up with

examples of violations of human rights in the West and its orbit. Instead of being consistent

1The terminology, First, Second and Third World is likely to undergo change in due time, but
for this essay it is still a useful referent.
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and pressing vigorously against violations of human rights wherever they occurred, a double
standard crept in. We downplayed violations of human rights in the Second World where
presumably we had little direct influence and exercised our critical stance toward violations
of human rights in countries where our government had a greater say (for instance, South
Korea, South Africa, Chile, and Central America). Thus, our inconsistency easily created
the perception of being pro-Marxist or soft on Communism. (The liberal willingness to give
credit to Marxists for positive insights and the naivete of certain liberals as they travelled
in Eastern Europe only compounded this impression).
So the liberal Protestant establishment of the West became linked to the establishment of
the Second World and thereby reluctant to vigorously protest against the violent repression
of religious freedom in the East. The Western nberal establishment's quandary was increased
by the appeals of the Second World religious establishment that any overt criticism of the
human rights records in the East will lead to even greater crackdown on the religious
institutions. Hence on some occasions the World Council of Churches, the Lutheran World
Federation, the World Reformed Alliance, the National Council of Churches of Christ in the
USA, European Council of Churches, and others were silent or muted their protests against
violations in the East or preferred to work silently behind the stage, trying not to upset the
fragile arrangements.
Religious and political dissenters in the Second World soon realized that such bodies were
not of much help in their struggle against tyranny and accepted the support and cooperation
by conservatives. (It is of no consequence for this analysis whether the conservatives were
motivated by compassion or by political advantage).

The result was that the liberal

dominated bodies had far better relations with the Second World establishments and
practically no network of relationships with the dissenters.
Another problem was the exaggerated reliance on the prophetic model of action at the
expense of the priestly and pastoral model. Most of us liberals were steeped in the prophetic
tradition of ancient Israel and the early Church that contains a radical criticism of the
political, economic, religious, and social abuses primarily of one's own group. Most of us are
convinced that the essence of true religion are contained in such utterances as the prophet
Micah's "what does the Lord require of you but to do j ustice, and to love kindness, and to
walk humbly with your God?" (6:8) and Jesus' "why do you see the speck in your brother's
eye, but do not notice the log that is in your own eye? (Matthew 7:3). The prophets reserved
the sharpest invectives against their own group. Liberals tended to do the same in their own
context. Whenever a problem in the enemy camp was unveiled, we remembered how God
was able to use the enemies of God's people to teach them a greater lesson and how each
threat was to serve as a challenge for internal purification. So the Communist threat was seen
as a challenge to our own societies to reform and to purify. We were hesitant to point a

47

finger to the East without simultaneously confessing even greater sins in our own societies.
Thereby, we became ineffective as critics of some of the gravest abuses of power the world
has ever known. We had forgotten that the prophets issued "woes" unto all all nations.
We overlooked the fact that the religious community is upheld not only by the prophetic
critique but by priestly institution-building and by pastoral nurture. The problem of many
liberals in institutional leadership is that they want to make the institution itself prophetic,
rather than appropriately priestly and pastoral. Prophecy, if the past is a measure, is a more
specialized task. A good institution will allow the voicing of the prophetic correctives, but
it does not start with a prophetic confessions of its own wrongdoing. The confession of one's
own guilt has a place but surely not a primacy when it comes to sustenance of one's own
institutions and values against the onslaught� of tyrannies such as Hitler's, Mussolini's,
Lenin's, Stalin's, Mao Tse Tung's, Pol Pot's, Idi Aniin's, Ayatolah Khomeini's, and so forth.
The Great Eastern European transformation may allow us to learn a lesson that the vast
majority of the peoples of Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, and indeed, many of their
present leaders, find that what had been happening there in the form of Bolshevik
dictatorships was odious and destructive of the human spirit, . both individually and
collectively. We need to be careful lest our past malady of exclusive reliance on prophetic
criticism prevents us from seeing the Great Eastern European Transformation as a victory
of the human spirit, of the thirst for freedom and democracy, and of rejection of
totalitarianism.

Already some liberals show an exaggerated concern about the possible

dangers (such as national chauvinism, anti-Semitism, appearance of an extreme right wing,
and civil war), that they are unable to celebrate its astounding achievements. Surely one
ought not to lose sight of the dangers and prudently detect danger-points and seek to remove
or decrease them. But there is little room for the kind of pessimism which follows every
stride toward liberation in Eastern Europe with a "but what if . . . . " Let us be consistently
liberal. Tempered by our awareness of human sinfulnesst we need to remain dedicated to
the increase in human freedom being sure of the divine and human ability to create a better
world for tomorrow. In such a situation there is no room for a double standard.
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